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what follows applies to most, if not all, other 
disciplines as well) such as mathematics, 
statistics, technical drawing, and even writ-
ing, are often positioned within programs 
such that they are presented as stand-alone, 
disparate skills, rather than as integral to 
the ways in which engineers make meaning. 
Mathematics is not an isolated skill: it is a 
meaning-making practice through which en-
gineers (and scientists, and accountants, and 
others) construct knowledge about the world. 
Multimodal approaches to higher-education 
pedagogy allow for the theorization of how 
practices such as mathematics contribute to 
meaning-making within the context of dis-
ciplinary knowledge production. In the case 
of mathematics, some work in this regard 
has been done by Kay o’Halloran (2009), 
and with regard to technical drawing, I have 
undertaken some research into the meaning-
making role played by drawings in engineer-
ing study (Simpson 2014).
« 10 » In conclusion, Baron’s six reflec-
tion points presented in §40 speak to being 
open to alternative narratives and the variety 
that students may bring to the conversational 
space. But, if one accepts that knowledge is 
constructed through multiple forms, as im-
plied in the notion of multimodality, a brief 
introduction to which has been provided 
in this commentary, it may be necessary to 
introduce new metaphors for inclusivity. 
Words such as narrative and conversation re-
main mired in conceptions of language as a 
dominant form of meaning-making. Perhaps 
the project upon which Baron has embarked 
is not just about classroom conversations but 
about re-presenting the classroom as a dy-
namic, inclusive, multimodal space, in which 
layout, text, image, number, and conversa-
tion all come to mean within that space. In so 
doing, one can change “one’s mind-set from 
information processing to meaning generat-
ing” (§41).
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> upshot • The introduction of conver-
sational methods into the traditional 
classroom is a laudable undertaking. 
The ability of these methods to trans-
form education is constrained by the 
educational management systems that 
determine many aspects of educational 
conversations.
The scope of baron’s 
conversational strategy
« 1 » Philip Baron’s target article offers 
a first-person account of how he has intro-
duced conversational practice within the 
existing structures of higher education, an 
initiative I applaud. There is little purpose in 
seeking to validate or challenge this account, 
as the author is the sole authority on his own 
experience. It is, however, worth discussing 
the constraints on the initiatives Baron has 
established.
« 2 » We have only fragmentary knowl-
edge of the origins of education, but it is clear 
that in ancient times much of it was conduct-
ed through conversation, even when written 
language was available. According to Julius 
Caesar, the Druids were
“ said there to learn by heart a great number of 
verses, […] nor do they regard it lawful to commit 
these to writing, though in almost all other mat-
ters, in their public and private transactions, they 
use Greek characters.” (Caesar 2006)
« 3 » Similarly, Plato taught through 
a conversational method, described in the 
Meno (Plato 2008a), and reported Socrates’s 
argument that the use of writing in educa-
tion will “give your disciples not truth, but 
only the semblance of truth” (Plato 2008b). 
My point is not to argue for the excellence 
of education in the past. The conversations 
were, no doubt, often impoverished, for ex-
ample in the medieval role of the “reader,” 
whose task was to read books to students, to 
which the professor would add commentar-
ies. nevertheless, disputation remained a key 
educational process in the Middle Ages and 
beyond.
« 4 » A significant change occurs in the 
eighteenth century with the arguments for 
governmental management of higher edu-
cation made by Johann Heinrich Gottlob 
von Justi and others (Clark 2006: 13). Since 
then a vast superstructure of instruments 
and processes for controlling and document-
ing educational processes has inexorably 
expanded, encrusting conversational inter-
actions, often to the point of invisibility. In 
this the field of education partakes of a wider 
trend of bureaucratization, as described by 
Graeber (2015).
« 5 » It is these instruments and process-
es that constitute the context that determines 
the responsibilities of the actors in the class-
room and which Baron’s article seeks to re-
formulate. I place Baron’s work in this wider 
context for two reasons. First, to stress the 
need for his work as an example of practice 
that implicitly critiques the dominant para-
digm in which educational conversations are 
tightly constrained by the instruments and 
practices of educational management. Sec-
ond, to make clear the historical momentum 
of the forces that have to be confronted if a 
reformulation of the responsibilities of the 
actors in education is to be achieved. The 
question that then arises is: To what extent, 
and in what ways, is the revision of roles in 
the classroom constrained by the instru-
ments and practices of educational man-
agement? (Q1)
« 6 » The conversations that Baron uses 
as the vehicle for reformulating responsi-
bilities in the classroom are constrained by 
the structures and processes of the institu-
tion within which those conversations take 
place. In his article, these constraints seem 
to limit the interventions to the learning ac-
tivities that are carried out in order to deliver 
an existing curriculum. This is a pedagogy 
restricted to the interstitial spaces that still 
remain in the education system, where the 
managerial specification of educational pro-
cesses has not yet penetrated. In these spaces, 
primarily the lecture theatre or classroom, a 
conversational approach that responds to the 
experience of the students can be established 
by a lecturer who has sufficient commitment 
and courage to move beyond established 
modes of teaching. Baron’s article indicates 
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that this initiative is of great value to the stu-
dents. It would be interesting to explore the 
consequences of a teacher expressing a need 
for feedback from the learners in order to 
plan a lesson and thereby shifting from the 
role of sole arbiter of classroom activities. 
Does this cause a temporary change in the 
balance of authority in the classroom, and 
are there any longer-term consequences of 
such a change? (Q2)
« 7 » In §32, Baron asks this important 
question: “If educators expect their learn-
ers to move through the system like cattle, 
how can they also expect these same learners 
to reach the goals of higher-order thinking 
[…]?” However, there are many aspects of 
the actors’ responsibilities that remain un-
touched in Baron’s initiative, including the 
content of the curriculum (understood as 
the institutionally required content of the 
course) and the evaluation methods em-
ployed. to many educators it will seem self-
evident that this must be the case, in order 
to maintain academic authority and control 
over qualifications. If I may extend Baron’s 
“cattle” metaphor, even in the conversational 
approach proposed in his article, the stu-
dents are not at liberty to range where they 
will in the world of knowledge, or to graze on 
whatever topic takes their fancy. Because of 
this, I suggest that the authority of the teach-
er remains largely in place (for good or ill), 
and that this will inevitably prevent a radical 
reformulation of the responsibilities of the 
actors in the classroom.
The vexed question of authentic 
learning
« 8 » Baron makes a cogent argument 
for the pedagogic approach he has adopted:
“ teachers need to move away from linear think-
ing – thinking that they are in control of their 
learners. With the cooperation of the learners in a 
given context, the teacher may feel that they are ‘in 
control’ […]”(§21)
I agree with Baron that this is an illusion, 
to the extent that I do not believe that the 
cognitive engineering of students’ brains can 
be achieved through educational processes. 
But there is also a sense in which the control 
exercised by teachers is not illusory. Baron 
(§37) refers to “lack of authenticity” in the 
education system, and describes learners 
who sit in class and engage in pseudolisten-
ing. one may reasonably ask, however, what 
it is that such students and their teachers 
think is happening in the classroom. I sus-
pect that they do not treat the class as a kind 
of absurd drama but rather as a ritual that 
will lead them to attain certain benefits. For 
example, the teacher gains a salary and so-
cial status, while the students may hope to 
gain credits toward qualifications that will 
improve their employment prospects. In this 
context the teacher does indeed have con-
trol. In §21, Baron asks: “How do you know 
learning is taking place […]?” The salutary 
reflection may be that few people want to 
answer the question in any depth for fear of 
upsetting the apple cart of educational ben-
efits experienced in areas other than the per-
sonal development of the students.
« 9 » Baron offers six questions he asks 
himself (§40) in order to check the authentic-
ity of his teaching activity. He goes on to say 
that “If my answer is ‘no’ to any one of these 
questions, it is time for me to take a break 
or change profession.” In these questions 
Baron sets out a principled view with which I 
have much sympathy. I doubt, however, that 
the teaching profession as a whole would be 
willing to place such store by his questions, 
or to understand Baron’s statement (§17) “I 
cannot teach you.” one will look in vain on 
a list of teachers’ key performance indicators 
for items from Baron’s list of questions, such 
as a personal interest in learners, a willing-
ness to challenge one’s own worldviews, and 
so on. This discrepancy is a manifestation of 
the slippage between the widely held aspira-
tions of educators as exemplified by Baron’s 
questions and the practice of educational 
processes. This slippage is driven by a range 
of factors, including career advancement, 
ideology, finance, and managerialism. It is 
also this slippage that enables institutions to 
ignore the force of the arguments in favour 
of the conversational approach that Baron 
sets out.
« 10 » The slippage reaches deep into 
our discourse about education. I am struck 
by Baron’s comment
“ The teacher imparts her knowledge in the 
classroom, but as Heinz von Foerster reminds us 
meaning is not transmitted in the conversation; 
rather, meaning is what the listener determines 
from what she hears.” (§8)
The phrase “imparts her knowledge” sug-
gests a view of education as transmission 
of content, which fits awkwardly with von 
Foerster’s ideas of personal construction. I 
observe this tension rather than critique the 
formulation, as I suspect it is an accurate 
reflection of Baron’s teaching environment.
decolonisation of the curriculum
« 11 » There is an abundant literature 
providing a pedagogic logic for approaches 
to education that stress the centrality of the 
learner’s view of the world, including, for 
example, Paulo Freire (1970), Ivan Illich 
(1971), and ramón Flecha (1997). How-
ever, the practice of education seems to 
be heading in the opposite direction, with 
an emphasis on evidence-based pedagogy, 
which cumulates research over huge popu-
lations of students to identify effective prac-
tice. John Hattie (2011), for example, offers 
a synthesis of more than 800 metastudies 
covering more than 80 million students. 
This approach is at odds with seeking the 
solution to pedagogic problems by engag-
ing with the particular circumstances of 
specific groups of learners, as Baron pro-
poses.
« 12 » In the case described by Baron, 
the discourse with students is complicated 
by the history of colonialism and “decolo-
nisation of knowledge” (§15). Baron cites 
Gordon Pask’s statement that “the main 
point of conversation is the converse of 
control. It leads to deregulation” (§21), 
and I would point also to Pask’s assertion 
in the same paper that “education, in con-
trast to schooling, is only possible insofar 
as the teacher learns as much, or more, 
about the learner than the learner is sup-
posed to learn from the teacher” (ibid: 19). 
This uncompromising statement from Pask 
leads one to ask: Can the decolonisation 
of knowledge through conversation be 
achieved without a decolonisation of con-
trol of the curriculum? (Q3)
« 13 » The education system in South 
Africa and in the rest of the world rests 
on the bedrock of institutions that are as-
cribed the power to determine what should 
be learned in order to achieve a particular 
status. These institutions are administered 
by a priesthood of academics (metaphori-
cally, or in some cases literally) working in 
a tradition established and exemplified by 
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colonial societies. In most cases, academ-
ics pass through multiple educational and 
professional levels before arriving at a point 
where they can participate in the processes 
that determine what is to be learned and 
how through the design of curricula, mod-
ules, and courses. By raising the possibility 
that students should be able to influence 
the cases used to teach curriculum content, 
Baron opens a Pandora’s box of questions 
about the limits of institutional control 
over learning content and curriculum and 
of control of those institutions by particu-
lar groups.
« 14 » Any challenge to the right of the 
academy to determine the curriculum is un-
likely to take place without conflict, given 
the vested interests that prevail in the busi-
ness of education. over the years there have 
been attempts by students to overcome these 
barriers – to take one example, the East 
Los Angeles protests of 1968, whose par-
ticipants demanded, among other things, 
“revision of text books to include Mexican 
American history.”1 More recently occupy 
London established an educational pro-
gramme of workshops and discussions on 
topics decided by the protestors themselves, 
free from institutional controls (Stanistreet 
2012). While these initiatives have had some 
influence, they have not achieved long-term 
change in the education system. I have no 
solution to offer when faced by this impasse. 
I would, however, suggest that it would be 
worth viewing it in the light of rom Harré’s 
Positioning Theory, which offers some in-
sight into the connection between conversa-
tion and coercion and how with words “we 
ascribe rights and claim them for ourselves, 
and place duties on others” (Moghaddam & 
1 | See “East Los Angeles students walkout 
for educational reform (East L. A. Blowouts), 
1968” in the Global nonviolent Action Data-
base, Swarthmore College. http://nvdatabase.
swarthmore.edu/content/east-los-angeles-stu-
dents-walkout-educational-reform-east-la-blow-
outs-1968
Harré 2010: 3). Stafford Beer’s viable System 
Model (vSM) could also provide a means 
of analysing the recursive delegation of re-
sponsibilities to different levels of the edu-
cation system. See Beer (1985) for a concise 
introduction and Britain & Liber (2004) for 
an example of the application of the vSM in 
education.
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Author’s Response
Changes in Institutionalised 
Education: Is It Time 
to Rebel and yell?
Philip Baron
> upshot • Time constraints, locked cur-
riculums, strict management, and pos-
sible anarchy in the classroom are some 
of the themes that originated from the 
commentaries. I argue that these chal-
lenges should be viewed holistically in 
the broader picture. I also question the 
educator’s role in mitigating these ob-
stacles. My advice: Do it anyway.
« 1 » I am excited to see many questions 
arising from the commentaries. reading the 
individual commentaries has resulted in my 
own reflection of my work yet again – now 
with increased variety. I will attempt to ad-
dress the commentators’ concerns and ques-
tions. I too asked myself a question: Has the 
conversational publication approach offered 
by Constructivist Foundations allowed me to 
achieve more insight into this topic? Does 
this extra loop, which also means extra time, 
improve knowledge acquisition and under-
standing?
« 2 » The first benefit that a conversa-
tional format provides is that I have a means 
for measuring what I put out to the world, 
where the feedback provides me with some 
indication as to my own accuracy in how I 
see myself in the eyes of others. This is a type 
of measurement, which was one concern 
that was posed by Gerard de Zeeuw in his Q1, 
where he asked what I am measuring against 
and what I am hoping to gain. to answer de 
Zeeuw’s question, I am testing against my 
own conception of how I am being viewed 
by others, and whether my impact is be-
ing acknowledged in the way I intended. I 
would like to gain information about other 
people in this measurement, which Panos 
Lazanas (§9) believes is the most satisfying 
experience, although Lazanas refers to a 
deeper level of knowing in his focus on the 
subconscious aspects of teaching and learn-
ing. I find the conversation the fastest and 
most useful method. I agree that tests and 
exams are a form of feedback, but such de-
layed feedback is primarily important to the 
institution rather than the educator. I may 
not have made it clear in my target article 
that my goal for teaching and learning is 
for students to experience their teacher as 
someone who adds value to their life and not 
simply someone who helps them get good 
marks. Early feedback is probably the most 
important aspect here. What is the point of 
continuing on a trajectory where the people 
who are supposed to participate have fallen 
by the wayside? I have observed educators 
determine that their students did not un-
derstand parts of the work only after the 
assessments were marked – a major waste 
of time. I note this point as Jack Lochhead in 
his Q1 asks where I get the time to perform 
conversational teaching, which is a common 
question I have been asked; however, I have 
not experienced a time constraint problem. 
By correcting for errors early in the class, 
I ensure these errors do not translate into 
errors in assessment. rather the opposite 
is the case, which means the pass rates are 
higher, which in turn means less additional 
assessments, marking, and so forth. Thus, in 
quantifying time, one should evaluate the 
